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This paper is concerned with how refugee stories can be used as the means of exploring 
values and developing intercultural understanding in the English classroom. To illustrate this 
possibility, André Dao’s (2005) Vuot Bien – The Search for Freedom: Huong Thi Nguen’s 
Story, about the impact of war and oppression on people’s lives, together with the experience 
of seeking freedom and acceptance in Australia as a Vietnamese refugee, is selected as the 
text for a Year 9 English class. In examining the features of this short story, we also consider 
how recent efforts to foster intercultural understanding in the new national curriculum in 
Australia might be advanced in the English classroom. We argue that this text and others in 
the genre of refugee narratives written by young people, provide vicarious opportunities to 
analyse how valuing freedom and having the courage to seek it can be brought to light when 
an individual survives one life and begins the challenges of creating a new life among 
strangers. Examining the values dimensions of such texts also allows young people to unpack 
and critique the ways in which cultural experiences, including their own, shape and form 
identities and how engaging with the experiences of others can be the vehicle for valuing 
difference. We hope our discussion might encourage teachers in other countries undergoing 
cultural shifts in response to the movements of people will be encouraged to consider this 
‘double entendre’ in which the refugee experience is shaped not only by ‘the journey’ and 
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also by ‘the arrival’ and the degree to which newcomers, refugee or asylum seekers, are made 
welcome by the receiving community.  
 
Introduction 
As a major form of creative expression, literature seeks to interpret and represent aspects of 
social reality, reinforcing or challenging dominant ideas about what the world is like and how 
it might be. Nunn (2006) reminds us that discourses underpinning texts are not value-free 
and, traditionally, literature has been “measured and valued in terms of its ability to instruct 
young people in the dominant values of the culture” (p. 18). Literature also has the power to 
transport young people to a host of places, enabling them to see the world as a realm of 
possibilities and equip them with the confidence to navigate these possibilities and the values 
they encompass. Quality literature does not provide simplistic solutions, rather it presents 
controversial issues in all their complexities and invites readers to consider, and respond. The 
English curriculum provides opportunities from which to examine different cultures and 
world views. Exposing young people to a wide range of texts allows them to reflect on their 
own values and to establish links between what they experience through reading and in their 
own lives. 
 
We contend that is vitally important that young people gain experience in examining the 
nature of values in their own lives and in the lives of others. Values embody rich groupings of 
understandings, dispositions and skills that serve as filters for an individual’s interactions 
with others and their environment. Values compose deeply held beliefs about what is 
important; lie at the heart of human experience and play a key role in decision making.  Hill 
(1994) reminds us that values are “the priorities which individuals and societies attach to 
certain beliefs, experiences, and objects, in deciding how they shall live and what they shall 
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treasure” (p. 7). Moreover, values range across a continuum from the deeply personal to the 
global.  On a global scale, international conventions provide clear value statements: for 
example, the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948) 
aimed at establishing some fundamental and common human rights and freedoms in 30 
articles. Article 14 states that “(e)veryone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries 
asylum from persecution.” Yet despite such noble statements, many nations demean refugees 
and make it difficult for them to lodge their claims for asylum. Currently, ‘unauthorised’ 
arrivals in Australia are now referred to as ‘illegals’ and Australia maintains one of the most 
restrictive immigration detention systems in the world as it is mandatory, not governed by 
time limitations and individuals are not able to challenge the need for their detention in a 
court of law. The treatment of asylum seekers and refugees continues to be one of the most 
politicised issues facing Australian society and it is also contested in parts of Europe and the 
United States. 
 
In this paper we explore the ways in which a short story encapsulates the experiences of a 
young Vietnamese refugee who valued freedom and sought it in Australia. The text, 
Vuot Bien – The Search for Freedom: Huong Thi Nguen’s Story, is one story from an 
anthology of texts by young Australian writers centred on the theme of home; homes lost and 
homes gained. The anthology originated from a competition in 2004 when the community-
based organisation, Australians Against Racism (AAR 2004), called for young writers to 
submit stories about those who were driven or torn from their home and forced to begin a 
new life and make a new home among strangers. The competition encouraged the exploration 
of the meaning and experience of exile or forced dispossession, as well as embedding the 




Eva Sallis, the editor of the anthology titled, No Place Like Home, contends that Australians 
have all been displaced peoples, whether they are from Indigenous, settler, migrant or refugee 
families (Sallis, 2005). It is perhaps inevitable then, that these stories of significant journeys 
have become part of the Australian narrative landscape. The chosen text was selected as in 
telling the story of a young Vietnamese girl seeking refuge in Australia, it depicts some of the 
experiences encountered by many refugees. For whilst Huong succeeds in reaching Australia 
and making it her home, she has not really reached the destination she sought, for in the 
second part of the story, the reader learns of Huong’s “Ky Thi”, or ‘Struggle for Welcome’ 
and acceptance as she tries to navigate her identity and establish a sense of place amongst 
strangers. This text was selected from the anthology for study in a Year 9 English unit, as 
Vuot Bien explores the concepts of freedom and acceptance whilst delving more deeply into 
the notion of Australian identity, the precariousness of belonging and being valued and what 
this means from a refugee’s perspective in terms of social inclusion and exclusion. In 
problematizing the ‘struggle for welcome’ or acceptance this text exposes the difficulties of 
settlement in a new land and the enormous challenges involved in belonging. 
 
We contend that engaging with the way ‘other’ people see the world is an important life skill 
in an increasingly multicultural world and the curriculum is a site where powerful learning 
can take place. Whilst perspective and identity might seem nebulous concepts, and it can be 
challenging to engage with cultural perspectives in the classroom, we argue that young 
people need opportunities to question their taken for granted assumptions about ‘others’ 
together with their beliefs that how they see the world is ‘how it really is’. Indeed, the role of 
literature, and more broadly narrative or story, in the English classroom has often been seen 
as a means for broadening students’ understanding of human experience and in developing 
empathy for others. The argument here is that deep engagement with the lives of others, 
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either through fictional characters or biographical narratives, may encourage students to be 
more empathetic and thus more effective in understanding the plight and circumstances of 
others whose lives are very different from their own. While readerly empathy is something 
that many students undoubtedly experience when they immerse themselves in a story that 
moves them, another view is that empathy, and other affective responses, ‘have histories and 
lend force to ideologies, political movements, and cultures’ (Jurecic, 2011, p. 11). For 
example, reading about ‘boat people’ in a refugee story may engender feelings of 
compassion; however, reading a newspaper article of a similar account may reinforce the 
need for tighter security measures. Ann Jueric argues that the difficulty that the concept of 
empathy raises is that for some it is the ‘basis of compassionate behaviour’, while others see 
it as ‘a cultural tool for reinforcing existing structures of power’ (Jurecic, 2011, p. 11). 
Refugee texts provide a rich source for understanding and reflecting upon cultural 
differences, and with reference to multiculturalism, migration, asylum seekers and detainees, 
diasporas and the complexities of trans/national identity, the challenges of cross-cultural 
negotiations and intergenerational tensions and relationships.  
 
Concomitantly, such texts provide opportunities for those who identify as members of ethnic 
and/or refugee minorities to experience recognition of their circumstances, whilst opening a 
space for young people from mainstream cultures to take up an empathetic position towards 
cultural difference. Furthermore, the exploration of refugee stories presents opportunities to 
foster intercultural understanding in the English classroom at a time when Australia has never 
been more culturally diverse (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). As Adams (2009) 
indicates with reference to young migrant narratives of arrival in Britain, such accounts and 
demographic shifts are becoming increasingly common given that many nations are 
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experiencing increased cultural diversity as the movement of people intensifies in a 
globalised world. 
 
We now provide a brief overview of approaches to the teaching of values in Australian 
education. Next we explore the possibilities for developing intercultural understanding in the 
Australian Curriculum: English (ACARA, 2014b). We consider the potential of valuing in 
the English classroom as an opportunity to develop intercultural understanding and this is 
followed by an overview of the historical context and significance of Vietnamese migration. 
Finally, we focus on Vuot Bien – The Search for Freedom: Huong Thi Nguen’s Story and 
argue that refugee stories ideally provide English students with learning opportunities to 
explore and mediate cultural attitudes, ideals and values about the Vietnamese in Australia, 
past and present, as well as the possibility for imagining a different Australia for the years 
ahead. We present a curriculum example of how this might be achieved with reference to a 
structured learning pathway designed to scaffold students’ learning about text, identity and 
culture. This pathway stems from the Asia Education Foundation’s (AEF) online resource for 
secondary English titled Australia: Intersections of Identity (AEF, nd). Readers might like to 
experiment with this learning pathway as we have done, in the exploration of texts within the 
English classroom.  
 
Approaches to values education 
 
Approaches to values education have taken various forms in Australia. The idea that young 
people will experience character development if they are inculcated into Australian society’s 
values through schooling is a longstanding assumption in educational thinking and practice 
(Henderson, 2011). During the Howard Government, the then Minister for Education, 
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Science and Training, Brendon Nelson, commissioned a detailed study of the values taught in 
Australian schools, the Values Education Study: Final Report (Curriculum Corporation, 
2003). The report’s findings gave authoritative support to values education in schools and 
identified different approaches to values education. It concluded from the research literature 
that debates on values education focused on two major contrasting perspectives: 
 
The first approach, commonly called character education, concentrates on the 
development of particular attributes or ‘virtues’; and the second places emphasis 
on reasoning, problem-solving, and critical thinking ... the former values 
transmission and placed emphasis on shared or approved values, whereas the 
descriptive approach, by contrast, emphasises the ways of thinking and reasoning 
children need to acquire if they are to be morally educated. (Curriculum 
Corporation, 2003, p. 175)  
 
The National Framework for Values Education in Australian Schools, an outcome of the 
2003 study, emphasised that “values education is an essential part of effective schooling” 
(Commonwealth of Australia 2005, p. 2) and that schools were not “value-free or values-
neutral zones of social and educational engagements” (p. 5). The Framework also identified 
nine values that it claimed were based on the National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-
First Century (MCEETYA, 1999). 
 
In this paper we argue that values embody rich groupings of understandings, dispositions and 
skills that serve as filters for an individual’s interactions with others and their environment. 
We also suggest that students require learning experiences that provide opportunities for them 
to make explicit the connections between the different elements that values embody. In this 
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context, students can appreciate the relationship between understanding values as abstract 
ideas that can be interpreted and applied to experience, and the knowledge and skills required 
should they decide to utilise those values they have encountered in the classroom. Hence our 
approach is informed by the second perspective identified in the Values Education Study: 
Final Report (Curriculum Corporation, 2003), viz: the ways of thinking and reasoning young 
people need to acquire if they are to be morally educated. Refugee texts that foreground 
different voices provide opportunities to examine values and worldviews in other cultural 
contexts and in doing so, intercultural text analyses “move students beyond discussions of 
‘difference’ and ‘sameness’ to an examination of how cultural experiences, including their 
own, shape and form identities” (Asia Education Foundation,  2013, p. 5). 
 
The Asia Priority and intercultural understanding in the Australian Curriculum: 
English 
 
For generations, Australian attitudes towards Asia were shaped by the European colonial age. 
Over the past four decades there has been increasing awareness of Australia’s location in the 
Asia region. Amongst other shifts, the forces of contemporary globalisation stimulated 
Australia’s interactions in trade, education, finance, tourism and industry with the countries 
of Asia.  As these interactions intensified, it became increasingly clear that young Australians 
would need to understand the cultural diversity of the region and its peoples not only as a 
source of migrants but also as a site of critical significance for Australia’s economic and 
strategic future (Henderson, 2003). However, Asia was often underrepresented or not present 




By 2008, the agreed policy which informs the Australian curriculum project and all other 
national and state initiatives, the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young 
Australians, emphasised that “Australians need to become “Asia-literate” engaging and 
building strong relationships with Asia” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 4). This marks the first time 
that an Asia priority has been addressed in the national goals for schooling in Australia and is 
indicative of changing political, policy, demographic, and cultural shifts impacting upon 
Australian society.   
 
In this context, ‘Asia literacy’ can be conceptualised as encompassing knowledge and 
understanding about aspects of the literatures, arts, histories, geographies and politics of the 
diverse countries of the region (Asia Education Foundation, 2014). However, one of the 
potential risks in efforts to embed understandings about Asia in the curriculum is that ‘Asia’ 
may be treated as a homogeneous region populated by stereotypes rather than encompassing 
a diversity of peoples, cultures, languages, landscapes and political entities. It is important to 
note that Asia literacy does not solely refer to the learning of externalised cultures and 
languages, rather, it pertains to “interpreting and negotiating the possibilities of intercultural 
relations” (Rizvi, 2012, p. 77). The English Curriculum presents opportunities to critically 
examine how texts can address issues of cultural and ethnic diversity and cultural inclusion 
for the composition of the communities they depict often reflect the history of war and 
conflict, diaspora and/or migration of the nation-state in which the text is set (Stephens 2011).  
It could be argued that developing sensibilities and Asia-relevant capabilities among students 
to value others and privilege intercultural understanding is necessary in preparing young 
people for an increasingly globalised and interconnected future (Hassim, 2013).  
 
The Australian Curriculum describes Asia related learning as contributing to Australia’s 
social, intellectual and creative capital by building ‘understanding of the diversity of cultures 
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and peoples living in Australia’ and fostering ‘social inclusion and cohesion’. An 
understanding of Asia also underpins the capacity of young people to be ‘active and informed 
citizens working together to build harmonious local, regional and global communities’ 
(ACARA 2014b). The Australian Curriculum is designed with three dimensions. 
Foundational knowledge is provided in each of the identified learning areas (such as English) 
from the early years to year 10. The second and third dimensions encompass three 
contemporary issues, or cross-curricula priorities that young Australians need to know about 
together with a range of seven general capabilities that individuals require and will utilise 
throughout their lives. Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia is one of the three cross-
curricula priorities and the related general capability of Intercultural Understanding is also to 
be addressed in all curriculum areas at all year levels. In this way, the Asia and Australia’s 
engagement with Asia priority, henceforth the Asia priority, provides a regional context for 
learning across the curriculum.  
 
The cross-curriculum priority, Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia, can be addressed 
through subject-specific knowledge and understanding in each of the specified discipline 
areas (such as English) in the curriculum. The literature strand of the English curriculum 
provides the discipline context for intercultural understanding to be developed for, as we 
noted earlier, engaging with a range of texts allows students to: experience other worlds and 
perspectives; consider similarities and differences and use their imagination to empathise 
with people from different cultural backgrounds.   
 
In broad terms, intercultural understanding takes place when students of one culture undergo 
educational experiences which enable them to develop and transform their perspectives 
(Taylor, 1994) and see another culture in its own terms. As Spencer-Oatley (2012) reminds us 
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“culture is learned, not inherited … it derives from one’s social environment, not from one’s 
genes” (p. 6). We emphasise that the general capability of intercultural understanding is 
conceptualised in the Australian Curriculum in terms of involving students in valuing their 
own cultures and beliefs together with those of others. The descriptor for this focus also 
emphasises students engaging with people of diverse cultures “in ways that recognise 
commonalities and differences, create connections and cultivate respect between people” 
(ACARA, 2014a). However, while literature has an enormous capacity to empower young 
people to explore alternative ways of seeing the world, Nunn (2006) reminds us that 
exploring alternate views is no better than exploring a dominant one if either is constructed as 
a didactic paradigm. We argue that the purpose of literature is not to provide simplistic 
solutions to complex issues such as racial acceptance and tolerance, rather, literature presents 
these complexities and invites readers to respond. It is essential, then, that questions are 
raised about the implicit values underpinning or embedded in texts, giving students 
opportunities to question and challenge existing values, for in broad terms,  non-fiction and 
narrative texts are “only as culturally enlightened as the people who create and use it” 
(Barrera, Liguori and Salas 1993, p. 235). We examine this further as follows. 
 
Using literature to educate students about values systems is complex and should be informed 
by the purpose of values education as we have argued above. Reading enables students to 
partake in vicarious experiences they might not be able to experience first-hand and when 
they read texts from and about ‘others’, students expose themselves to different cultures, 
worldviews and perspectives. Students can ‘travel’ to Asia (Hamston, 2012) or ‘accompany’ 
a refugee during their journey and settlement in Australia. In broad terms, this approach 
allows students to explore and mediate cultural attitudes, ideals and values and think carefully 
about their world in relation to issues they might confront as regional and global citizens. 
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Hence, the use of Asia-related literature in the classroom has the potential to situate the 
reader in a space whereby a dominant, homogeneous culture is not privileged thus enabling 
students to traverse cultural boundaries and assign value to the stories and experiences of 
others.  According to Luke and Carpenter (2003):  
 
Teachers have always known that texts have the capacity to transport us to other 
lives and places, to engage with ‘other’ cultures. Texts can do so fictively, 
descriptively, empathetically, critically – with a host of effects. (p. 20) 
  
Thus English teachers play a crucial role in exposing students to different cultures and values 
systems and encouraging students to explore cultures and critique values, whether they be 
those presented in literature or that of the society in which they live. Indeed, one of the most 
effective ways to embed Asian perspectives within the English learning area is through the 
study of literature (Hamston 2012).  
 
Intercultural education, as already stated is signified by cultures learning from one another 
rather than mere passive acceptance and coexistence in a multicultural society. In Australian 
schools, the main goal of intercultural education is to empower students from diverse cultural 
backgrounds to engage with their learning and achieve positive outcomes both socially and 
academically. Hassim (2013), states that “focusing on intercultural understanding as the 
destination point for the Asia priority is important because it produces transferable skills in 
daily life” (p. 11). As an identified general capability in the Australian Curriculum, 
intercultural understanding is a skill that all students are required to develop prior to 
graduating secondary school (ACARA, 2014a). The English curriculum is an ideal vehicle to 
facilitate intercultural understanding among students as engaging with stories allows for the 
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unmasking of various aspects of people’s social and cultural lives that are of significance and 
value to them. Hence, this form of learning goes beyond ‘learning about’ and focuses on 
‘learning through’ and ‘learning for’. This deeper notion of intercultural understanding is 
transformative as it encompasses understandings, skills, behaviours and dispositions.  We 
contend that the incorporation of Asia-related literature and stories provides opportunities for 
such transformative learning. For example, the Australian Curriculum: English states  
 
 It is through the study of English that individuals learn to analyse, understand, 
communicate with and build relationships with others and with the world around 
them ... It helps them become ethical, thoughtful, informed and active members 
of society. In this light it is clear that the Australian Curriculum: English plays an 
important part in developing the understanding, attitudes and capabilities of those 
who will take responsibility for Australia’s future. (ACARA, 2014b) 
 
The above extract indicates the transformative potential for learning in the English classroom. 
Similarly, the learning pathway explored in our curriculum example scaffolds the 
transforming of students’ thinking and feeling, in relation to the studied text and their values 
towards the issue. A transformative approach to intercultural education enables students to 
identify and respect various cultures while interacting and empathising with others and 
reflecting on intercultural experiences. Engaging in critical thinking about values and 
acknowledging diversity fosters student appreciation of different viewpoints and the values 
that inform them.  Students are encouraged to empathise as they begin to view both their own 
and others’ experiences with a heightened sense of cultural understanding.  We turn now to 
focus on the historical context for the short story we’ve selected, as refugee stories often have 




Historical context: The Vietnamese in Australia 
 
Huong Thi Nguen’s story is shaped by the legacy of colonialism, civil war, foreign power 
intervention and the 1975 victory of the Communist north in Vietnam. The new national 
government in Vietnam sent many people who had supported the former government in the 
south to re-education camps, or to new economic zones, where they were often mistreated. 
These factors, together with widespread poverty caused by the failure of ill-conceived 
economic reforms, prompted millions of Vietnamese to seek freedom by fleeing the country, 
usually by boat. The journey was hazardous; many of the boats were unsafe, piracy was rife 
and it is impossible to account for how many died at sea. Those who managed to survive had 
to stay in primitive refugee camps in countries such as Thailand, Hong Kong, Malaysia, 
Indonesia and The Philippines. As the situation in the overcrowded refugee camps escalated 
into an international humanitarian crisis, some countries agreed to resettle refugees on a quota 
basis and Australia agreed to accept 137,000 Vietnamese refugees. Although numerous 
refugee boats reached northern Australia, most of the Vietnamese refugee resettlement 
between 1975 and 1985 was by air from the refugee camps in Asia (Henderson, 2009).  
 
Vietnamese refugee migration to Australia is historically significant for two reasons. First, 
some of the Vietnamese arrived by boat. As ‘boat people’, the Vietnamese of the 1970s 
arrivals were treated very differently to the current Australian Government’s efforts to not 
only ‘stop the boats’ but ‘turn them back’ where safe to do so under so called ‘Operation 
Sovereign Borders’ (Australian Customs and Border Protection Service Borders, 2013). 
Second, the Vietnamese were the first distinctively ‘Asian’ migrants to settle in Australia 
since the Chinese gold miners of the 1850s.  This was because the Immigration Restriction 
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Act of 1901, or White Australia Policy, with its underlying racist assumptions and 
protectionist economic policies, effectively restricted non-European and Asian immigration 
to Australia. Whilst the White Australia policy was abolished by the Whitlam government in 
1973, elements of racism remained amongst some members of Australian society for the 
Vietnamese were ‘different’ from the European immigrants many Australians were 
accustomed to and this influenced their reception and settlement in Australia (Henderson, 
2009). We explore the refugee experience of this ‘difference’ in the next part of the paper. 
 
Combining theory and practice 
 
Students’ learning in English is dependent upon the teacher’s inclination to draw on Asia 
literacy in an effort to expand and diversify student perspectives through the selection  of 
classroom content. Accordingly, the text Vuot Bien – The Search for Freedom: Huong Thi 
Nguen’s Story was selected as the  major text for a Year 9 English unit exploring the concepts 
of freedom and Australian identity in our broadening world through the exploration of 
multiple texts and resources. This unit was designed to activate students’ contextual 
knowledge of various social and cultural factors at work within texts, prompting students to 
reflect upon and value cultural difference. In examining different perspectives and developing 
a deeper understanding of the text students begin to view language as a social construction 
and are able to identify and interpret language that represents the values, attitudes and beliefs 
of people of different cultures within the story. Melissa Albers, Studies of Asia and Inquiry 
Coordinator, Overnewton Anglican Community College, VIC implemented a Content and 
Language Integrated Learning methodology in the school’s approach to intercultural 




… providing students with a range of literature from other countries, nationalities 
and cultures enabled our students to reflect on different values and beliefs which 
assisted in the development of their own values and beliefs. It also enabled the 
students to appreciate and value their own cultural heritage and other cultural 
heritages. (Asia Education Foundation, 2013) 
 
It is this notion of valuing different cultural attitudes and beliefs that enables students to 
explore the concept of identity, aligning with the Australian Curriculum: English capability 
in which students “compare how representations of people and culture in literary texts are 
drawn from different historical, social and cultural contexts” (ACARA, 2014b). 
 
The curriculum unit we explore as an example of practice is entitled Australian identity: a 
broadening world and was designed as a 4 week unit for a mixed ability and culturally 
diverse Grade 9 English class. It is important to note that this unit was planned for the 
specific school context but has yet to be implemented. The school is situated in a culturally 
diverse suburb of Brisbane and has a high proportion of English as a Second Language (ESL) 
and Non-English Speaking Background (NESB) students; many of whom have experienced 
diverse learning environments and seen or experienced cultural marginalisation or exclusion.  
Therefore, specific learning experiences were devised to support the development of 
intercultural understanding and Asia literacy in this particular  English classroom. 
Throughout the unit students engage with a variety of purposeful texts including short stories, 
newspaper articles, video clips, narratives, play scripts, visual images exploring various 
cultural perspectives and experiences of those ‘struggling for welcome’ in Australia. Students 
engage with deep language work and dramatic performance activities in their exploration of 
Australia’s engagement with Asia. Following independent reading of this particular text, 
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students navigate  Vuot Bien – The Search for Freedom: Huong Thi Nguen’s Story through a 
series of sequential activities and learning experiences informed by the learning pathway 
articulated by Hamston (2012) through context, connect, explore, transform and final 
reflection. These stages aim to scaffold a learning pathway whereby students respond to 
various texts and develop a deeper understanding of cultural identity and values. The 
structured learning pathway as Hamston (2012) suggests, comprises five phases and scaffolds 
students’ engagement about text, identity and culture. These are:  
CONTEXT (textual; socio-political; historical; geographical);  
CONNECT (to the text; to the issue);  
EXPLORE (the text; the issue); 
TRANSFORM (the text; your thinking and feeling); and 
FINAL REFLECTION (on the text, about the issue). 
 
The pathway supports students to reflect on their learning and transform their understandings 
through the creation of their own texts.  The capacity to carefully scaffold student learning is 
why this approach was selected to promote student engagement with both text and values 
education. Indeed, according to Hamston, (2012), the emphasis on text creation aligns with 
the stated goal in the Australian Curriculum that through English and she cites the emphasis 
in the English curriculum whereby “students develop communication skills that reflect 
cultural awareness and intercultural understanding (p. 22).  
In order to establish context, students explore the major text and the hardships faced by 
Huong Thi Nguen and read about the displacement felt by refugees in extracts from Linda 
Jaivin’s  (2006) The Infernal Optimist. Students consider historical context in reading media 
reports documenting early Vietnamese settlement and the racial prejudice experienced.  After 
engaging with a variety of resources, students can reflect on the viewpoint of a central 
character from a text and demonstrate their understanding of how the text draws on social and 
18 
 
cultural contexts by filling in a gap or silence. The exploration of different values, attitudes 
and beliefs present within texts, was imperative in fostering an open and supportive learning 
environment in which students could connect their learning about the texts to their 
understanding  and acceptance of cultural identity and values. 
 
Students can participate in an activity requiring them to share with the class, three items that 
have personal significance and are reflective of their identity, exploring the values, attitudes 
and beliefs reflected in their chosen items. While some students might feel apprehensive 
about sharing personal elements of their identity, the development of a supportive classroom 
environment through modelled acceptance of diversity and cultural understanding can ensure 
that students are supportive of their peers. This activity encourages students to consider the 
different cultural and social values of their classmates, promoting intercultural understanding 
before exploring the social and cultural contexts of texts and the values that underpin them.   
 
The following focuses on three phases of the framework, namely explore, transform and final 
reflection. We have chosen to focus on these phases of the framework as we believe they 
facilitate the transformative potential of literature in broadening students’ understanding of 
the nature of texts and the role texts play in promoting intercultural understanding as a means 
of transcending the “clash of ignorances” (UNESCO, 2010, p.118) about cultural difference 
prevalent in today’s multicultural world.  
 
Explore: Hot Seat activity and the development of empathy 
 
Students participate in a hot seat activity whereby they are required to assume the role of a 
character from the Vuot Bien story, focusing on the values, attitudes and beliefs of that 
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character and deducing the role social and cultural context play in shaping a person’s identity. 
A set of questions are co-constructed as a class and posed to the student representing a 
particular character on the ‘Hot Seat’. Responding to a series of questions in the role of a 
particular character is intended to facilitate reflection and encourages students to be 
empathetic, to place themselves in the shoes of another. Several questions focus on the 
characters’ values and relationship with their culture while other questions are aimed at 
investigating the conflicts and emotions felt by certain characters, such as understanding how 
Huong Thi Nguen felt when confronted by racial prejudice. 
 
Students then have the opportunity to build upon their developed understanding of diversity 
and write a reflective diary entry from a character’s point of view. This approach to informed 
empathy encompasses knowledge and sensitivity in trying to imagine oneself in the context 
facing the character, enabling students to better identify the shared or diverse sets of values at 
work within a text and reflect on their personal, cultural, social and aesthetic experiences.  
We argue therefore, that encouraging students to be empathetic is important. This is because 
it is not simply the learning about different cultures that transforms thinking about cultural 
diversity, rather it is how students engage with intercultural context that determines whether 
their views evolve beyond simplistic and stereotypical perceptions of the cultural ‘other’ 
(Hassim, 2013).  
 
As noted earlier, this is learning through and for intercultural understanding. Through the 
development of intercultural understanding by way of textual study and critique of social 
issues and personal stories, the English classroom provides opportunities for students to 
develop what Searle (1998) terms ‘imaginative empathy’ encompassing cognitive, emotional 
and communicative components. Of note in the current context is Leeman and Ledoux’s 
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(2003) suggestion that empathy not only includes the ability to imagine oneself in the 
position of another but also the willingness to do so. Basing a unit of work around a refugee 
story such as Vuot Bien was a deliberate choice aiming to show the complexity of the refugee 
struggle from a perspective perhaps not yet considered by the students. Working within the 
structure of the curriculum, the unit encouraged students to view the thematic concept of 
refugees from diverse cultural perspectives, developing students’ intercultural competencies 
in an effort to bridge the gap between (cultural) worldviews and paradigms (Asia Education 
Foundation, 2013).  
  
Transform: Production, performance and valuing 
 
Students can to produce and perform a short play script as their assessment task for this unit, 
drawing on their understanding of valuing cultural difference. This assessment task enables 
students to engage with a wide range of perspectives, not only through writing but through 
the examination of semiotics and performance techniques. Using appraisal techniques to 
investigate judgment and affect, students can experiment with modality and the power of 
evaluative language in influencing reader position. Students can model the structure of a play 
script and use a three column deconstruction to explore language and textual elements of a 
script, comparing and contrasting the script-specific features to that of a narrative. 
Performance semiotics (tone, register, gesture, spatial awareness) can are explored through 
activities such as performing extracts from plays These People by Ben Ellis (2003) and 
Rainbow’s End by Jane Harrison, developing their understanding of how performance 
semiotics can create meaning. In creating an original play script, students are involved in 
imagining, scriptwriting, and portraying a role which  ensuring they develop a heightened 
awareness of the oppression many refugees face and the struggles encountered by people of 
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diverse cultural backgrounds. The kinaesthetic nature of this form of learning in the role of 
that character supported students in reflecting on their own values and created a dispositional 
space for them to transform their understanding of cultural diversity and develop empathy for 
others.  
A transformative approach such as this requires teachers to challenge themselves 
professionally to include in their repertoire of resources those that provide perspectives from 
various ethnic, racial, linguistic, cultural and religious groups. For this unit, the range of 
resources included short stories from Alice Pung’s Growing up Asian in Australia, newspaper 
and media reports about early Vietnamese settlement, extracts from Linda Jaivin’s The 
Infernal Optimist, play scripts People by Ben Ellis and Rainbow’s End by Jane Harrison 
(Harrison in Cleven et al. 2007), images of traditional cultural practices and spoken word 
poetry about an individual’s refugee experience. Fantini, (2000) argues that fundamentally, a 
transformative approach to intercultural understanding has the potential to contribute to 
lifelong change in individuals and thus the integration of this approach in classrooms is of 
marked importance in moulding students into culturally aware citizens.  
 
Final reflection: The dynamic nature of culture and identity 
 
In their final reflections, students first share their insights into the text and the issue in terms 
of journeying, settlement, social inclusion and exclusion. In small groups, students reflect on 
Huong’s “Ky Thi”, or ‘Struggle for Welcome’ in Australia and are encouraged to discuss the 
legacy of the refugee experience and what the dual notion of being a Vietnamese/Australian 
means and the challenges it presents from an individual perspective and, more broadly, from 
a national perspective of identity. For example, during the early years of Vietnamese 
settlement, media reports in Australia were frequently negative in their representations of 
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suburbs containing a high concentration of the Vietnam-born, prompting the equating of 
these suburbs as ‘ghettos’ and to the negative connotations of crime and drugs that this term 
implies (Henderson, 2009). Yet over time, as the Vietnamese become more materially 
successful, like the Greeks and Italian migrants of previous generations, they moved out of 
areas of high spatial concentration. Indeed almost two decades ago Thomas (1997) noted that 
“mobility is accelerating as a significant minority of the Vietnam-born achieve high levels of 
education and vocational experience” (p. 293). 
 
Students also considered how cultures are not fixed and static, but evolve and change and the 
ways in which this impacts on individuals and societies. The potential success of intercultural 
understanding and encouraging self-reflexivity in students lies in teachers dealing with topics 
“linked to the construction of people’s cultural identity” (Roderiguez & Puyal, 2012, p. 110). 
In giving students the opportunity to think critically about values, they have the potential to 
interact with different cultures and values systems which in turn can contribute to the 
development of intercultural competence. Hence, we suggest that intercultural understanding 
fosters a dynamic view of culture and identity, comprised of many parts whereby harmony 
can be found within hybridity. In the final reflection, students were asked to consider how 
‘boat people’ are treated today with reference to the debates about the treatment of asylum 
seekers. This final segment in the unit’s exploration of values and developing intercultural 
understanding aimed at transferring such understanding to contemporary issues in Australian 
society. Hence, the exploration of literature acts as a vehicle for students to examine different 
cultural values and perspectives, questioning their own ideals and in doing so, literature has 






This paper has argued that refugee stories can be used as the means of exploring values and 
developing intercultural understanding in the English classroom.  In selecting André Dao’s 
(2005) Vuot Bien – The Search for Freedom: Huong Thi Nguen’s Story as the focus text for a 
Year 9 English class, we’ve contextualised a Vietnamese migrant experience for the learning 
pathway. By highlighting the potential of the Asia priority in the Australian Curriculum in 
this way, we contend that literature provides students with opportunities to explore and 
mediate cultural attitudes, values and diversity through transformative learning or, the 
willingness to ‘walk in another’s shoes’ and provided three examples of classroom 
practice.  We’ve argued that the exploration of values is critical for intercultural 
understanding to be realised as this involves more than knowledge about other cultures. In 
our examination of the values dimension, we contend that intercultural understanding 
requires a cognitive and affective, or dispositional element in order for learning to be 
purposeful.   
  
The treatment of individuals seeking freedom from various forms of oppression as asylum 
seekers and refugees continues to be one of the most controversial issues in contemporary 
Australia as successive Federal Governments of different political persuasions continue to 
make policy changes in this area. We suggest that the transformative potential of intercultural 
learning and reflection enables students to develop empathy as a means to challenge pre-
existing values, assumptions and attitudes towards refugees and migrants present within 
Australian society. Examining the values dimensions of refugee texts provides young people 
with learning through which to critique and unpack the ways in which cultural experiences, 
including their own, shape and form identities, and positions them well for negotiating the 
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